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There are some shining exemplars of
good digital education and some teachers
are doing the most remarkable things with
their classes, but in bringing real digital
education to our classrooms the majority
of us occupying that larger bit of the bell
curve can expect to face mistakes. In fact
let’s hope so, since mistakes are the most
productive time to learn anything. There are
going to be disruptions to our regular and
already overworked lives. There are going
to be breakages, breakdowns, breakouts,
breakthroughs and maybe even some break
dancing — all that comes with growth. So
how might we make some progress, and get
some professional and personal growth and
satisfaction out of the mess?

We need to enfist the resource we have
the most of, the currently undertapped one:
students themselves.

That students are digital natives has
proven largely to be a major furphy. They
typically have less of a clue than we digital
immigrants, but what they do have is the ‘no
fear” approach to technology, much more
time than us, razor sharp focus on things
that catch their interest and imagination,
and a tolerance of our shortcomings thaz
we rarely give them credit for.

One of the tenets of a digital educarion is
collaboration. There’s no reason this can’
start right from the opening of the box.
Don’t have enough technology support
staff? You could let the computers languish
in their boxes in the corner or get the soon-
to-be owners to open them. Use the exercise
to establish ownership. Use the asset logging
as an educational process.

Now comes the really tough bit: how to
get value out of being computerised or, put
otherwise, how to establish digital literacy
and turn each of your students into success-
ful digital citizens, What’s about to follow
is neither an exhaustive nor & definitive
list, but simply a few key features that we
should start to promote and that will be use-
ful transferable skills that are not specific to
key learning areas, and so genuinely useful
across curricuta. There’s no proposai here
to teach you how to teach your subject, just
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some ideas on how to make sensible users
out of your newly netbooked students, and
with that become better members of your
class, and more self-sufficient students of
your sihject,

Research skills

Understanding and exploring the wealth
of information now readily available at
an internet connected student’s fingertips,
requires research skills: the capacity to
gather appropriate information, to man-
age that information in sensible ways, to be
discriminating of sources, to verify against
alternative sources and not 1o be over-
whelmed by too much or wrong informa-
tion,

The unenlightened equate this with
Googling. They are so wrong. That’s only
about one-tenth of what our students need
1o know, Our supposed digital natives will
know about Google, but rarely progress
past a single word search, then simply hope
or assume that the first entry of the umpteen
million responses in some way matches what
they are looking for. With some instruction
on how to do this better, Google can be an
astonishing resource.

Develop in them the language of search,
encourage the use of quotarion marks, get
them the understand the basics of searching
using the principles of Boolean logic using
‘or, ‘and’ and ‘not,” and find out about the
way Google does things. Check out the con-
cept of stemming for instance, and, without
question, use Google Directory and not the
main page. The main idea is to teach our
students to search by staring very explicitly
what they want,

Is Google all there is? It’s not even close.
The nature of your research may suggest an
alternative search engine is a better pros-
pect.

If you have a genuine question, not just
a collection of search terms, try ask.com -
its algorithm is designed to interpre: your
question as if you'd asked another person.
Need a straightforward answer to a simple
question rather than umpteen options? Try
Wolfram -~ wwwwolframalpha.com - ‘an

ambitious, long-term project to make all
systematic knowledge immediately com-
putable by anyone.” Still in its early days,
it’s designed to use built-in algorithms and
a growing collection of data to compure a
single right answer.

Digital cHizenship

It’s a brave new world out there and we're
responsible for teaching our students ro
be good, successful citizens in that world,
Failing to prepare them is failing them, so
how do we give them skills that we may not
have or are just developing ourselves? Given
that all of this is important to us too, learn-
ing the ways of the internet together isn’t so
bad. Here's a sample of what's needed.

Various agencies report that around 70
per cent of ail emall s actually rubbish:
scams, spams and peintless chain mails. No
wonder most kids prefer SMS. Scams that
get through filters look very real. Few of cur
students have the capacity to differentiate
between a real bank site and the multitade
of fake ones. Find out how to recognise
them together. Use those cleverly worded
chain emails to show your students that fail-
ing to forward them to 100 of their closest
friends won’t resuit in anyone being killing
in the playground by a death ray beamed
directly from ZandarossSeven. Don’t for-
get the Nigerian diplomat, king or prince
who needs your help moving funds out of
the country, if only he can temporarily use
your bank account, isn’t really going to give
you $20 miilion.

Have you employed someone recently?
We still might use written resumes, bur
we’ll abmost certainly accompany this use
with some Googling — be sure to read the
advice on searching above — but if someone
Googled your students, would they find a
positive image or not? ve found a great way
to teach szudents about ways to protect their
online identity is to get them to imagine
they are agents, responsible for maintain-
ing a celebrity’s image. This helps them sce
that, even though it’s a virtual wotld, their
real life will be affected by what they put
enline.




Incorporate digital etiquette into all
online activities. This goes well beyond
NOT USING CAPITALS. Everyone knows
this is shouting and is old hat. Ensure that
those with more developed skills and more
time online are considerate of internet
newcomers or newbies, accept that patient
and generous is best, and understand that
everyone is new at some point. Teach your
students that email isn’t a substiture for
handwritten letters, it’s a new communica-
tion system with a new set of rules. Teach
the value of TXTing, and how to strike a
balance between leetspeak — like *n00b’ for
newbie — and regular language, The fact
that these are new communications systems
doesn’t mean manners go out the window,
they just change a little and the emphasis on
how to write shifts to accommodate.

Stress that cyberbuilying, bullying some-
one using technology, is unacceptable. There
are plenty of resources available to help you
to address and reduce incidents of cyber-
bullying.

Technology management

Having netbooks in a school will bring
about management issues, whether you're
prepared for technology or not. Those bat-
teries may not last the day; do your students
know where they might recharge? Do they
have a group within which they share a sin-
gle power charger, or is everyone going to
carry one? Are there sufficient powerpoints
to accommodate everyone? Can students
share a battery with peers who are better
organised and happy to help until the end
of the day?

It’s a good idea to let your studenss
find the solutions; let them become true
owners, responsible for keeping powered
up long enough to deal with the day. They
can do it, so long as you support and trust
them 10,

How will your students be expected to
protect their netbook from physical dam-
age? How do they intend to keep it from
being stolen? If something that drastic does
happen, how are they protecting their work?
Do they backup regularly and how do they

10 TEACHER AUGUST 2009

protect that backup? All these things might
well be something your school has already
addressed, but if you're one of the many that
are not yet prepared, consider how much
responsibility your students can take. By
having high expectations of them and by
making those expectations clear we might
make them into responsible technology
managers.

How often have you been browsing for
information and got sidetracked? Searching
for information can be a time consuming
thing. Instead, make it come to you. The
solution is RSS, Rich Site Summary or
Reaily Simple Syndication. This simple con-
cept starts with identifying valued sources
of information, but rather than going back
to them time after time to see if there’s any-
thing new, RSS brings new information
directly to you, as soon as it’s available, It’s
a tittle like a self-generating newspaper con-
taining only the sort of article you are going
to be interested in, which is perfect for time-
strapped students looking to gather study
notes from a variety of sources without hav-
ing to constantly go out and find them.

Multimedia-savvy students present
better assignments

When you give each studeat a netbook com-
puter you put in their hands a multimedia
machine, which means the quality of student
assignments, projects and presentations can
skyrocket. Teach your students to persuade,
cajole, sell, influence, argue, inform, con-
vince, instruct, share, entertain and gener-
ally make a presentation. With a wealth of
possibilities at their fingertips, slides are
now blasé, Use VoiceThread, Photo Story
and Comic Life, record a podcast, construct
an Animoto, use the available variety of
options. Allow the more creative students
free rein. Not all students will be able or
interested, but let those who are lead the
way and demonstrate possibilities.

Don’t forget to incorporate other tech-
nologies that might be available. Most
mobile phones are quite acceptable movie
cameras, and short documentaries, advegts,
exposés, dramas and the like are well within

the capacity of most students to produce. Al
nethooks come with editing software built
in. I£’ll make your marking so much maore
interesting — and peer marking becomes a
pleasuze rather than a chore,

Remember the bell curve I mentioned at
the beginning? Depending on where you
might be on the bell curve, some of these
things might seem a little simple, or & bit
extreme. Your students and fellow teachers
are also somewhere along that bell curve,
Some might be on the far right and make
you feel inadequate, some might be on the
far left and make you feel justifiably proud
of yourself.

Untapped resources

A final considerarion — and rhis does take
a lictle bravery ~ is that, sometimes, it’s
worth letting your students lead. Maybe
take an afrerncon occasionally and open
your class to an expert, someone who has
had the time o find out something that vou
might want to learn, someone who has had
the need and the passions to expand their
skill in a particular method or the use of
software. None of us individually has the
rime or capacity that the collective of our
classrooms have, 1 simply can’t spend five
hours a night collaborating with 30 other
dragon fighters developing a multiffanked
strategy requiring 25 different personali-
ties and a range of skills to go with each.
There might be someene in your class who
can.

Okay, Pm pretty sure dragon fAghting
isn’t in the syllabus, but many of the things
vour students learn and can do certainly
are, Leverage their time, skill and capac-
ity to learn. It’s not relinquishing control;
it’s barnessing the abilities available to you.
Share your skill in presenting and make a
presenter out of them, use your management
skills to keep vour classes vibrant and inter-
esting, and get innovative; you may even
learn something on the way.

Chris Waterman is the director of infor-
mation and communication technology at
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